Disappearance of CD21-positive follicular dendritic cells preceding the transformation of follicular lymphoma: immunohistological study of the transformation using CD21, p53, Ki-67, and P-glycoprotein.
Some follicular lymphomas histologically transform into diffuse aggressive lymphomas, the prognosis of which is poor. There are, however, no reliable histological criteria for predicting which cases will later undergo such transformation. In low-grade B-cell lymphomas, follicular dendritic cells form dense mesh-like networks that contain accumulating neoplastic B-cells. These are rare in high-grade lymphomas. We immunohistochemically analyzed CD21-positive follicular dendritic cells in 32 follicular lymphomas, including 3 transformed lymphomas, in addition to immunohistological study using P-glycoprotein, p53, and Ki-67. We found that the mesh-like networks in follicles are more clearly defined in low-grade lymphomas than in high-grade lymphomas (p = 0.015). Neoplastic follicles in 2 transformed lymphomas lost the networks of follicular dendritic cells before transformation despite the existence of morphologically clear follicles. This differed from the non-transformed cases of the same cytological grades. Prognosis was statistically better for patients with low-grade tumor than for those with high-grade tumor (p = 0.026), and there was a trend toward poorer survival among CD21-negative cases (p = 0.186). P-glycoprotein, p53, and Ki-67 expressions did not provide sufficient information to predict the transformation of follicular lymphoma. The presence of CD21-positive follicular dendritic cells in neoplastic follicles might help predict the potential of follicular lymphoma to transform to diffuse large B-cell lymphoma.